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America has a national ethos embodied in the moniker “land of the free” and
defined by a set of ideals in which being free means all men and women have an equal
opportunity for prosperity, the pursuit of happiness and success. In essence, simply
having access to upward social mobility achieved through one’s own perseverance and
hard work, the quintessential American Dream. The first use of the phrase American
Dream was by James Truslow Adams to characterize the ideal that every man should
live a richer and fuller life than his ancestors based on opportunity according to ability
or achievement (1931). The current study examines whether perceptions of being able to
achieve the American Dream have changed in light of the economic recession of 2008
using data from the General Social Survey (n=4217). Findings show that perceptions of
the American Dream have changed based on an individual’s race and class over time.
Those in society who are lower class, female, who do not believe in hard work, having
below average income/financial situations stand to have lower odds in the belief in their
ability to attain the American Dream. Whites have lower odds of believing in the
American Dream when compared to Blacks. Furthermore, respondents in 2006 and 2010
had greater odds of belief in the American Dream compared to those in 2008.
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INTRODUCTION
Every civilization has faced inequality due to the division of labor in society
(Merton, 1934). The United States was founded on the ideal that “all men are created
equal” and as such should have equal opportunity to work toward their goals. The
extremely complex issues of race, class, and gender inequality have continuously been at
the forefront of social dynamics since the rise of the Civil Rights Movement in the early
1960s. Scholars studying inequality agree that labels and categories used to stratify
society are socially constructed and not naturally occurring in the world (Hochschild,
1996). In the United States, the stratification that results from these constructed labels
and groups create limitations on the opportunities available to individuals in society.
While it may not be immediately apparent, such limitations affect the upward mobility
of individuals affected by these social constructs. One such example of limitations on
individual upward mobility addressed in this study is the perception of the ability to
achieve the American Dream through hard work/work ethic. This thesis examines
several issues regarding the concept of the American Dream in terms of individual
perception based on socially constructed inequalities including race, gender, and social
class. When looking at the American Dream, do individuals believe that it is relevant
today? Is the American Dream accessible by all Americans or only those exempt from
socially constructed inequalities?
The American Dream has been a core component of American ideology as a
motivational cornerstone of American life. Whether an American citizen, immigrant, or
a visitor, the American Dream holds meaning to anyone wanting to better him/herself;
they want to have the good life, a life better than their preceding generations, a life that
1

shows progression in upward mobility. In light of the 2008 economic recession, the
decline in both the housing market and the stock market, and lack of confidence in the
financial sector of society, the definition of the American Dream has shifted for most
Americans to reflect new realities in today’s economy. Yet, realities facing individuals
in the contemporary economic climate vary based on social stratification; thus, one’s
perception of the American Dream depends upon the opportunities available in light of
socially constructed inequalities (Jiang & Cheng Lee, 2009). The overall goal of this
thesis is to establish the influence of socially constructed race, class, and gender
inequalities on individual perceptions of the possibilities for upward social mobility in
light of the shrinking middle class caused by the 2008 economic recession. While I
expect the general relationship of decrease, I expect the decrease to be more dramatic for
Blacks than for Whites, for those in the lower class than those in the middle or upper
class, and for women more so than men.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Background of the American Dream
The definition of the American Dream has changed throughout the decades.
Migrants and immigrants understood the term in the sense of what Alexis de
Tocqueville in the 1830s called “the charm of anticipated success” (Cullen, 2003, p. 6).
Hard work played a large role in understanding the concept of this “anticipated success.”
During the Great Depression, Adams gave this idea a name in describing the “American
Dream of a better, richer, and happier life for all our citizens of every rank, which is the
greatest contribution we have made to the thought and welfare of the world” (Cullen,
2003, p. 4). Adams wrote that “the greatest struggle will be of the ordinary man to hold
2

fast to ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’” (Cullen, 2003, p. 4). Again, the idea of
hard work was at the forefront of this ideal, any man could have what he desired if he
was willing to work hard and stay the course.
During World War II, the American Dream became a statement of America
during the war, a byword that represented the United States to the rest of the world
(Cullen, 2003). After WWII, the rise of consumer culture created an American Dream
heavily influenced by advancing technology and the mass media (Cullen, 2003). This
dominant ideology was characterized by a steady job and good compensation, owning a
home, raising a family, and being able to support one’s self into old age (Huber & Form,
1973; Stark, 2003). The belief that hard work would be what determined how one could
achieve the glory that was the American Dream was highly pushed to the masses (Jiang
& Cheng Lee, 2009; Starks, 2003). The harder an individual worked, the greater
potential for him/her to afford the material possessions that reflected the inward success
of the individual to the outward public sphere. Even more so, these ideals were reiterated
through both the religious and political sphere of society.
Joan Huber and William H. Form (1973) found that while a majority of the
population characterized the United States as the “land of opportunity,” social position
and experience affected the likelihood of belief in economic opportunity. Aspiring
politicians as well as those seasoned in office referenced the “All-American Dream” in
candidacies, businessmen cited the term as a goal of their enterprise, while religious
affiliation pushed the ideal of hard work encouraging individuals to hold tight to the
belief that anything was possible (Bjornskov, 2012; Cullen, 2003).
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In the 21st century, the American Dream became a part of national identity
inspired by “the New World, realized in a revolution that led to a Declaration and
consolidated in a durable Constitution” (Cullen, 2003, p. 7). Amid the greatest surge of
immigration and mobility that the world has ever seen due to technological
advancements, the “American Dream has become a lingua franca, an idiom that unites”
(Cullen, 2003, p. 7). The pervasiveness of the idea of the American Dream was firmly
established during the baby boom era following World War II. This was a period of
tremendous economic growth and development allowing an accelerated expansion of the
middle class in the United States (Levy, 1989). Therefore, a growth in the middle class
resulted following WWII as the United States climbed to the top of the economic ladder
globally. However, the prosperity that this era brought was limited largely to the
predominant white population (Cashin, 2002). Specifically, the greatest accumulation of
wealth was limited to those of the upper class (Cashin, 2002).
Beginning in the 1960s there was an effort to broaden access to opportunity and
mobility, thereby mitigating the racial inequalities found in the United States at the time
(Levitan & Taggart, 1977). The Civil Rights Movement along with Lyndon B.
Johnson’s “Great Society” program was an attempt to alleviate the growing social
injustice (Levitan & Taggart, 1977). These policies during the ‘60s along with economic
prosperity were created to enhance the perception that the American Dream was a reality
and that anyone could achieve it by showing that it was attainable through new
legislation (Levitan & Taggart, 1977). Despite the efforts of social reformers of the
1960s, social injustices such as poverty and racism persisted into the following decades
while capitalism gained even more momentum.
4

The Great Recession in the 1970s coupled with the Reagan-era economic
program known as “Reaganomics,” led to a shrinking of the middle-class (the middleclass slide) and the concentration of America’s wealth more in the hands of the wealthy
(Blanchard, 1987; Levy, 1989; St. Pierre, 1991). With declining opportunity for
increased advancement, lower wage jobs, and the increased debt to income ratio, the
trend in the shrinking of the middle-class and concentration of wealth has affected
people’s faith in the American Dream (Chamberlain, 1997; Davis & Huston, 1992;
Kregel, 2011; Mian, 2007). Thus, the current study picks up in 2006 in order to examine
contemporary perceptions of that ideal, showing how the persistence of racial and
gender inequalities and social class differences affect perceptions of the American
Dream in the contemporary social and economic climate. This study will examine how
various individuals in society view the American Dream in the United States in light of
the 2008 economic recession. Which individuals in American society today still believe
in their ability to achieve the American Dream and which of those do not based on their
stratification and limited mobility?
Social Class
Traditionally, the American Dream has been tied to the middle class (Atwater,
2007; Foster & Wolfson, 2010). The middle class bridged the gap between the poor and
the super-rich, and this class grew immensely after WWII until the mid-1970s (Volscho
& Kelly, 2012). When discussing class, and the middle class in particular, financial
opportunity is an important factor. The distribution of income in the United States has
increasingly become unequal, leading to a shrinking middle class in society and the
concentration of wealth in the hands of the 1% (Foster & Wolfson, 2011). Not only is
5

the diminishing size of the middle class evident, but the possibility for minorities to
attain middle class status is diminishing (Jacobsen & Mather, 2011).
Research has long measured social class in relation to employment, income,
wealth, and education. Any social reality an individual perceives includes a class
component. One’s perception of social class is determined by their education,
employment, wealth and income. Thus, conceptions of the American Dream, its
attainability, and the very possibilities it affords vary dependent upon socially
constructed inequalities that shape an individual’s perception of opportunity (Kasser &
Ryan, 1993). Yet, the 2008 recession has altered how the middle class feel about higher
education, the government, employment and their future (Josten, 2013).
Employment
Employment is needed for financial stability; a requirement for any individual
wanting to obtain wealth and happiness. For some Americans, obtaining their financial
goals is easier than others, clearly a sign that times are “getting hard,” the current
unemployment rate for 2012 was 8.9%, almost twice that of 2007 (Bureau Labor and
Statistics, 2012). With wages and income becoming flattened, those in the labor force
have to squeeze even more out of their income to maintain a certain standard of living,
even though wages are not increasing (Josten, 2013). Yet, these statistics do not factor in
societal differences in unemployment. A better understanding of unemployment is
needed to assess how different individuals in society are also being affected in relation
to the middle class and in-turn how these differences affect their overall belief in
attainment of the American Dream.
Material Wealth
6

The pursuit of material goods requires resources such as credit. Credit from any
social institution is given based on employment and social class statuses. Available
credit is limited to where one falls in stratification (Foster & Wolfson, 2011). Looking at
the proportion of the American population that is employed, the gap in ability to afford
material goods, such as a home, is noticeable. In this context, the distribution of funding
creates hardships on various groups in society based on their credit worthiness,
employment status and social class (Jacobsen & Mather, 2011).
The argument that the recession of 2008 was a result of individuals pursuing
wealth and material goods by any means necessary allowed for individuals in power to
blame those most affected by the recession (Treas, 2010). Blame fell hard on many
Americans caught by limitations of employment, financial resources (credit), networks,
and overall social class, which are a direct reflection of their socially-constructed status,
upward mobility, and social background (Jiang & Cheng Lee, 2009; Josten, 2013). The
pursuit of wealth and material goods, such as financial success, social recognition, and
image (perceived as necessity to the American Dream) are harmful to overall well-being
because it creates a standard that individuals are pushed to achieve even if it includes
going beyond their means (Kasser & Ryan, 1993). This could mean buying a car one
cannot afford, or purchasing material goods desired that are not needed, such as the
newest television or home theater system. The push for materialism, no matter what the
cost, to maintain image and symbols of wealth, put different amounts of strain on
individuals according to their economic standing (credit, social class, employment, etc.)
and potential upward mobility. For Americans, the ability to take part in the American
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Dream has been a continuous struggle due to lack of resources and opportunity since the
early 1900s (Josten, 2013; Kasser & Ryan, 1996; Obama, 2006).
Financial opportunity in the middle class typically results in homeownership, the
outward reward for showing how one’s hard work has paid off. Using the Census, the
Current Population Survey (CPS), and the American Housing Survey (AHS), home
ownership rates for individuals between the ages of 45-64 declined by a small amount in
2010, while the rate of homeowners for individuals over 65 rose by a large amount
(Fisher & Gervais, 2010). Individuals who succeeded in becoming homeowners have
financing with progressively larger values to income ratios, lower down payments and
higher monthly payments (Hurd & Rohwedder, 2010). In 1976, the median price of a
home was 2.0 times the base annual income, the mean down payment was 18% of the
base income and the monthly payment was 29% of the base monthly income (Fisher &
Garvais, 2010; Hurd & Rohwedder, 2010). In 1999, the median price of homes climbed
to 2.4 times the base annual income, the mean down payment was 14% of the annual
income and the monthly payment was 35% of the base monthly income (Fisher &
Gervais, 2010). Therefore, the attainment in owning a home has increased in difficulty
due to a greater amount of money required for a down payment and larger mortgage
payments putting a squeeze on wage earnings that have stagnated in the recent decades
(Josten, 2013).
When purchasing a home, the connection can be drawn between heightened
income risk (the loan needed to purchase compared with actual income earned) and
lower home ownership from trends in first time home buyers, rates of marriage, and
impact of income risk on housing choices (Fisher & Gervais, 2010). For the United
8

States, homeownership has continued to decline from 67% in 2008, before the economic
crisis, to 65% in 2010 due to foreclosure rates, job losses and lower income earnings.
These factors prevented new buyers from having the resources needed to purchase a new
home (Jacobsen & Mather, 2011). The gap in declining available resources can be seen
from the century-long view of home ownership rates and half-century-long view of
housing values in the United States, using samples of male household heads from the
Census Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) (Collins & Margo, 2001).
Simply put, an individual’s access to home ownership has continued to decrease, leaving
a small opening for a select few (upper class) to be able to attain the status of
homeowner.
Marriage & Income
Many associate the American Dream with having excellent finances, being
married and establishing a family (Fisher & Gervais, 2010). The institution of family
plays an important role in socialization for society. From family individuals learn norms
and rules of behavior as well as core values and beliefs held by society. Adams’ theme
of the American Dream included family and the pursuit of happiness, all stemming from
marriage (Cullen, 2003). Since the last half century, changes in societal norms have
affected marriage and divorce rates (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013). According to the

U.S. Census Bureau's 2009 American Community Survey (ACS) and 2010 Current
Population Survey (CPS), marriage rates have precipitously dropped among young
adults ages 25 to 34 over the past decade, and this decline was further accelerated by the
2008 recession (Mather & Lavery, 2010). In 2007, 48.2% of Americans ages 25-34 were
married (Mather & Lavery, 2010). In 2008, this number fell to 46.9% and continued to
9

fall to 44.9% in 2009 (Mather & Lavery, 2010). Furthermore, the number of Americans
not married rose from 42.6% in 2007 to 46.3% in 2009 (Mather & Lavery, 2010).
Beginning in the 1970s there was a continued decline in household family size
(Hayden, 2002). Families on average were becoming smaller relative to the generations
before, people were not having as many children. Biblarz and colleagues’ study (2001)
on family influence on generational outcomes, found a “pattern of declining
intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic stratum in each of the generations
analyzed” (p. 197). This change in lower socioeconomic stratum can be associated with
a multitude of influences including education, family structure, family size and
employment (Biblarz, et al., 2001).
The decline in marriage has increased the number of young adults cohabiting
with romantic partners, roommates or returning/remaining at home with their parents
(Elliot et al., 2012). Adults between the ages of 25-34 “have contributed to an increase
in “doubled- up” households from 4.7 million to 5.9 million” (Jacobsen & Mather, 2011,
p. 5). The increased number of adult children maintaining residence with parents shows
the further reduction of the middle class and limited economic opportunity available to
current generations as well as possible future generations. Data suggests trends in many
young couples who are forgoing or delaying marriage completely to pursue available
economic opportunities (Jacobsen & Mather, 2011; Waters & Eschbach, 1995).
According to Smock and colleagues (2005), “marriage does not mean that you are
working to become financially comfortable, but that you already are” (p. 681).
Furthermore, Cherlin (2009) noted that educated individuals tend to marry later and at a
higher rate than those with less education.
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Smock and colleagues (2005) state “that an estimated two-fifths of children born
in the early 1990s will spend time in a cohabiting-parent family” (p. 685). Specifically,
individuals with “higher education and better economic prospects are more likely to
become married, to stay married, and to have children within marriage” (Smock et al.,
2005, p. 686). Yet, in light of this new cultural perspective, marriage is still important.
According to Hughes and Waite (2005), individuals who are married and remain
married have better health, greater mobility and financial stability than those who are not
married. This research shows that while individuals are foregoing marriage until they are
financially secure, delaying marriage may decrease an individual’s mobility, financial
stability and health. The changing demographics for families may affect trends in
perceptions of one’s belief in attaining the American Dream. For this study, declining
marriage rates and fewer children are interpreted as a sign of a shrinking middle-class
and the increased perception of limited social mobility.
Race
Social Class
Blacks are not the majority of the American middle class, but for many, the goal
of achieving middle class status is a part of the American Dream (Volscho & Kelly,
2012). Jennifer Hochschild’s work Facing up to the American Dream (1996) showed
that “working class Black Americans believe in the dream with an intensity, while
struggling to achieve it is less likely” (p. 45). However, due to social constructs and
stratification that affect employment, homeownership, and marriage rates, one
consequence of ethnic and racial inequality is unequal opportunity. This thesis will
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determine if these socially constructed inequalities for black Americans are associated
with a limited perception of upward social mobility.
Employment
When looking at the effects of the 2008 recession, jobs are less abundant and
harder to obtain making the American Dream a goal that seems even farther out of reach
(Jacobsen & Mather, 2011). For black Americans, economic possibilities and income
needed to live the American Dream declined at a faster rate after 2008, creating an even
larger gap in their ability to obtain the American Dream than found in preceding
research such as Hochschild’s (Jiang & Cheng Lee, 2009). The “classic spread” is a term
used for the “increasing bipolarity between rich and poor” (Foster & Wolfson, 2011, p.
250). With the unequal distribution of wealth witnessed in the White population, the
number of Blacks affected by increased bipolarity is much greater (Jacobsen & Mather,
2011). Blacks often find themselves on the poor end of the bipolar spectrum (Foster &
Wolfson, 2011). Yet, when looking at the racial character of the American middle class,
it consists mostly of a white population (Volscho & Kelly, 2012).
The gap in employment gives reference to the larger income and opportunity gap
present in American Society (Jiang & Cheng Lee, 2009; Kasser & Ryan, 1996; Obama,
2006). The population of Blacks employed is 58.4% compared with 63.6% of Whites
within the United States (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). Since black workers are
twice as likely as white workers to be disadvantaged, saying that Blacks find it harder to
succeed financially is reasonable (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011). In 2009, after the
economic crash, unemployment soared from 4.6% to 9.3% (Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2009).
12

Black Americans have historically had an unemployment rate twice that of
Whites (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1980-2011). Black Americans had the highest
unemployment rate in 2007 at 8.3% compared with 4.1% for Whites (Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2007). When the recession began in 2008, black American unemployment was
at 10.1% compared with 5.2% for Whites (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008). After the
recession, these numbers soared much higher for black Americans to a 14.8%
unemployment rate, while the white unemployment rate was 8.5% (Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2009). These statistics show a much larger increase in unemployment by race.
Current rates of unemployment still show that Blacks have the highest at 15.8%, while
Whites still maintained the lowest unemployment rate at 7.9% (Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2011). Therefore, in comparison to Whites, racial minorities are presented
with much more limited opportunities to gain employment and subsequently climb the
financial ladder. Thus, socially constructed racial inequality affects perceived
opportunities for advancement and influences conceptions of what the American Dream
entails and whether or not it is attainable.
Homeownership
For Blacks, the opportunities for homeownership are smaller when compared
with the White population in the United States (Waters & Eschbach, 1995). Poverty
rates show Blacks three times more likely to fall into the “poverty” category than Whites
(Rohe, 2013). From a racial standpoint, the number of Black individuals living with
family and friends for survival is twice as much as Whites (Jiang & Cheng Lee, 2009).
On average, Blacks do not have the resources to purchase a home due to having the
lowest employment rates of any race; therefore, owning a house is almost unattainable
13

(Jiang & Cheng Lee, 2009). Since homeownership is harder to achieve for Blacks, the
ability to achieve the American Dream is much more limited than Whites (Rohe, 2013).
Marriage
Historically, Blacks have been disadvantaged in American Society. This is no
different when looking at the family setting. There are clear racial differences in the
probability of not marrying from age 18-28 among never-married black and white
women – only 50% of black women are expected to marry by 28 compared to 80% of
white women (Lichter et al., 1992). Furthermore, two-thirds of births among black
women occur outside of marriage; black men are less likely than white men to prefer to
marry women who are unable to hold a job, earn less than they do and lack motivation to
move ahead (Lichter et al., 1992). The pool of economically attractive men varies by
race; Whites have a better marriage market at 18 than Blacks at any age (Lichter et al.,
1992). Blacks marry less, but have a greater probability of divorce once married. The
gap in economic resources for cohabiting and married parent households is smaller
among Blacks than Whites. Relationship quality is lower in black married couples than
white married couples, indicating that marriages are less stable for black than white
families (Osbourne et al., 2007). This unequal access to opportunity in society limits an
individuals’ potential to achieve the American Dream for their family.
For Blacks, research indicates that compared with Whites, they are less likely to
marry, having lower marriage rates than Whites in the United States (Phillips et al.,
2011). Lichter and colleagues’ (1992) research suggests Blacks have a smaller marriage
pool than Whites due to limited mobility and opportunity. It is interesting that in current
American society, “younger families are more likely to be headed by racial/ethnic
14

minorities compared with families headed by older Americans and the declining
economic prospects of young adults is contributing to a growing economic gap between
Whites and other groups” (Jacobsen & Mather, 2011, p. 6). It is important to know how
these gaps are perceived to create a standard measure of equality for the next generation
of Americans with multiple ethnic and racial backgrounds in regards to attaining what
has become the symbol for national identity: The American Dream. Specifically, if
having a family is a part of the American Dream and one’s socioeconomic status early
on affects when individuals are marrying and having families, then goal attainability is
also altered which may affect how and when individuals perceive the American Dream
as attainable.
Gender
Education
Education has long been a benchmark for success in American society. For women,
there has been a dramatic increase in women’s education since the 1960s (Levitan &
Taggart, 1977). In the 1970s, society witnessed the rise in women’s work force
participation. As women’s educational attainment has increased, workforce participation
has also increased. For women, the increase in education and job market success has
continued to rise over the past 50 years.
As noted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, in 1970 the largest percentage of women
aged 25 to 64 in the workforce (44.3%) had a high school education, but no college
education. In 2010, the largest percentage of women aged 25 to 64 in the labor force had
some degree of college education (66.7%) and of those 36.4% were college graduates
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011). Currently, 37% of women in the workforce hold
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college degrees, an increase from 11% in 1970 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013).
Furthermore, among high school graduates in 2011, 72% of women were enrolled in an
institution for higher education compared with 65% of men (Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2013). According to a recent poll by Forbes, total enrollment figures for both public and
private universities show that females outnumber male counterparts 56.4 to 43.6 and
59.3 to 40.7 respectively (Borzelleca, 2012).
With increased independence, women have also gained solidarity (Lichter et al.,
1992). With women seeking educational attainment and workforce participation, women
are waiting until later in life to have children, staying in school longer to earn their
degrees (Cherlin, 2010). With increased levels of education, women have become more
desirable for marriage (marriageable) because of their ability to earn a stable income.
With greater amounts of women in the workforce and the increased desire for women to
marry men of equal status (educated, employed), their perceptions of attaining the
American Dream may have increased in recent years.
Employment
With the changing structure of job opportunities, family structure is also
changing because of a lack of resources (Cherlin, 2010; Filippin & Raccagnella, 2011).
Oppenheimer (1979) noted that families which have costs that exceed the male’s earning
potential, puts greater pressure on the female/wife to work outside the home. This
decline in income position of young males over the past decades has created a necessity
for wives to enter the workforce to help compensate for decrease in earnings potential in
males (Boyle & Gayle, 2009; Kesiter & Deeb-Sossa, 2001; Oppenheimer, 1979). The
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Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012) noted that for 2012, the workforce participation rate
for all mothers with children under the age of 18 was 70.5%.
The increase in women in the labor force has risen “from 18 million in 1950 to
66 million in 2000, and the number of working women is projected to reach 92 million
by 2050” (Toossi, 2002, p. 15). According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012),
earnings and unemployment rates by educational attainment indicate that individuals
with less than a high school diploma have median weekly earnings of roughly $471 with
a group unemployment rate of 12.4%, while individuals with a doctoral degree average
$1,624 a week, only having a 2.5% unemployment rate. Therefore, individuals with
greater educational attainment are likely to have higher paying jobs and less likely to
become unemployed.
The changing dynamic of family structure due to economic ability has seen a
shift in role negotiation within the family. Specifically, by marrying, men commit
themselves to a responsible masculine identity held accountable by wives (Ashwin &
Isupova, 2014). When accountability is not met, marriage/union stability becomes
unstable in light of growing economic and relationship concerns (Cherlin, 2010).
Divorce or separation weakens the opportunity for families to get ahead by limiting
resources available including income, child care, and education attainment (Cherlin,
2010). The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012) shows that in 2012, 72.4% of families
headed by women with no spouse present were less likely to be employed than marriedcouple families (81.9%) or families headed by men (81.1%). Furthermore, 59% of
married-couple families with children reported employment for both mother and father
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(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). Having a two-parent household increases the
likelihood that individuals may believe in the attainment of the American Dream.
However, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2013), 58% of the current
workforce is women. Women’s median weekly earnings were only 82% of men’s
median weekly earnings (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013). Economic instability
encourages employers to hire at lower wages; thus job opportunities for women increase as
employers face economic pressure to control costs. Hira & Mugenda (2000) summarized

the differences in how men and women perceive and report financial issues finding that
39% of women compared with 57% of men reported being better off in comparison to
others. Hira & Mugenda (2000) current and previous studies measuring one’s financial
situation or economic well-being by subjective measures (perceptions and personal
opinion) found that men tend to have a greater degree of satisfaction than women with
their current financial situation. Therefore, I expect that women’s perception of their ability
to achieve the American Dream will be less positive than men’s perceptions due to wage
inequality.
Marriage
Marriage has always been a norm associated with family life. The rise of the

women’s liberation movement, the sexual revolution, and an increase in women’s labor
force participation have changed gender roles within marriage over the last 50 years
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013). Based on Karen Oppenheim Mason and Yu-Hsia Lu’s
research (1988), between 1977 and 1985, women’s increased mobility in the workforce has
allowed for greater independence improving “their legal, social and economic position
during the past half century” (p. 42). Specifically, rates of women supporting their families
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financially have continued to increase since 2007 (Glynn & Ayers, 2012). However, women
typically earn 77 cents for every dollar a man earns (Glynn & Ayers, 2012).
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2013), among married couple families,
54% of households had earnings from husband and wife in 2010, a 10% increase in
reporting since 1967. Furthermore, the percentage of wives earning more than husbands has
increased from 18% in 1987, to 29% in 2010 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013). Despite
greater access to education, greater participation in the workforce and a changing family
dynamic regarding marriage, women are still hindered by inequality in terms of wage
benefits.

One’s perception of achieving the American Dream is based on whether or not that
person can get ahead, have a good life, and live comfortably with little to no worries.
When the family structure is weakened by one parent families, dissolution of unions,
lack of income and education, it stands to reason that these factors would influence
one’s perception in not being able to attain the American Dream for themselves or their
families.
Other Variables of Interest
Motivation: Hard Work
The dominant belief that anyone (no matter what their background or
experience) can succeed and prosper has consistently been a part of the defining
characteristics which represent the American Dream (Hochschild, 1995; Huber & Form,
1973; Stark, 2003). The exact definition of the American Dream has differed throughout
history, but has always been tied to the notion of access to economic opportunity
through hard work (Stark, 2003). One’s family background, religious and political
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affiliation and influence re-iterate the idea that hard work is what matters and social
demographic variables such as race, gender, education, occupation and class do not limit
an individual’s potential for upward mobility to the degree that having no work ethic
does.
Through hard work the American Dream is an ideal to strive for, the gateway to
upward financial mobility in a capitalistic marketplace. Therefore, an individual’s
believe in hard work or luck is fundamental in assessing whether or not individuals feel
that they have the ability to attain the American Dream.
Confidence in Banks
A number of studies throughout the 1990s and early 2000s indicate that social
trust/confidence is an “important determinant of a number of political and economic
outcomes” (Bjornskov, 2012). Schlenker and colleagues (2012) note that “trust is a
marker of positive adjustment” (p. 2). Therefore, assessing individual confidence in
institutions of authority (banks, executive office, congress, etc) is needed to fully
understand how one perceives attainment of the American Dream. Differences in
confidence levels indicate inequality, which leads to higher accountability for
institutions of governance as well as politicians (Bjornskov, 2012). Greater confidence
in bureaucratic organizations (the political process) leading to greater governance and
decision-making, an important factor in determining growth (Bjornskov, 2012).
Furthermore, trends in confidence can be seen over time. Recent literature has indicated
that social confidence (trust) has roots from one generation to another. Bjornskov (2012)
found that the effect of trust on governance was significant. Therefore, one would expect
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individuals having a higher degree of social trust to believe in the American Dream
through hard work.
The decline in policy since the Reagan era created “bubbles” of inflation within
financial markets, which culminated in a financial crisis and loss of control of monetary
variables by the Federal Reserve. As noted by Pharr and colleagues (2000), public
concern shifted from “market failure to government failure” (p. 8). In the early 2000s,
there was no ability to influence monetary conditions due to the fact that there were no
policy controls for financial stability. The decline in household expenditure and lending
through banks caused individual confidence in the banking sector to plummet to all new
lows in the United States (Kregel, 2011). However, in light of the weakening confidence
in financial institutions, individual commitment to democratic ideology is still higher
than ever (Bjornskov, 2012; Pharr et al., 2000).
Research has shown that public confidence in the ability and benevolence of
government has fallen in recent decades (Pharr et al., 2000; Stevenson & Wolfers,
2011). Stevenson & Wolfers’ study (2011) suggests that the long run decline in
confidence is due to lack of trust in bank, executive and congressional institutions. In
their study, the strongest effect was found in banks due to the recession (Stevenson &
Wolfers, 2011).
Influence of Religion
Religion is a cultural universal that has been found in some capacity within every
civilization. The institution of religion is another avenue society uses to socialize
individuals in terms of norms, values, beliefs, cultures, etc. In the context of economics,
religion can be analyzed to see how religiosity affects individual characteristics such as
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work ethic (hard work) and trust which influences economic outcomes. Therefore, when
looking at the American Dream, it is important to see how religion impacts an
individual’s belief in attaining the American Dream. McCleary and Barro (2006)
indicated that religious beliefs affect the economy by fostering traits such has work ethic
and trust, which are needed to spur economic growth. Since the 1960s, research has
continuously debated the major argument that there is a relationship between religion
and economic/occupational success in the United States (McCleary & Barro, 2006;
Solon, 2002; White, 1968). Research on religion and economics is geared towards
Weber’s thesis concerning Protestantism and legitimizing “the spirit of capitalism”
(White, 1968). The Weberian thesis stated that followers of the Protestant Reformation
began emphasizing a disciplined worth ethic, current world concerns, and a rational
orientation on life no longer holding with the ideas of the status quo, which fostered a
“spirit of capitalism” as a generalized cultural trait, meaning work and earnings potential
were encouraged (White, 1968).
Research has given support to a variety of answers in how religion influences
economic success of an individual. Religion is an institution that reiterates ideal, beliefs
and norms found in other areas such as governance and politics. As White (1968) notes,
Catholics usually vote Democrat while Protestants typically find themselves voting
Republican. The expectations for behavior of any individual member of the group are
normative expectations (McCleary & Barro, 2006; White, 1968). In other words, birds
of a feather flock together; individuals who believe in the American Dream will also
find themselves members of groups that reiterate or emphasize this belief. Preliminary
findings by McCleary and Barro (2006) indicated that those who had a greater belief in
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hell had stronger work ethic. So, studying religious background on individual
perceptions is needed to gain insight into how beliefs are influenced.
Influence of Politics
Social psychologists have put emphasis on how politics influence behavior and
opinion, specifically with regards to the relationship between political affiliation,
personality and perception. Schlenker and colleagues (2012) found that conservatives
were happier with their life satisfaction than liberals, 61% of Republicans compared to
47% of Democrats. Furthermore, Schlenker and colleagues (2012) present the positive
qualities associated with conservatism arguing from the Systems Justification Theory
which allows conservatives to justify inequality of groups through rationalization. Being
conservative, individuals believe in the tradition of collective wisdom found through the
ages (individual responsibility), while liberalism is based on beliefs in progress and that
inequality is an indicator of society’s failings rather than the individual (societal
responsibility). It is interesting that Gay (2012) noted that “political engagement is
sharply stratified by class, with the poor considerably less active than the rich,” an
indication of social class and political affiliation going hand in hand (p. 3).
Furthermore, liberals place a higher demand on government playing a vital role in
solving social injustices (Schlenker et al., 2012).
Political parties play a central role in democratic government through
representative democracy (Pharr et al., 2000). Parties are intended to make the political
arena orderly and allow individuals to remain committed to party goals and principles
despite differences beteween individual politicians (Pharr et al., 2000). Since, the mid
1960s confidence in congress and the executive branch have fallen (Pharr et al., 2000).
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Decreased levels of confidence in these institutions result in lower levels of overall trust;
this further affects individual perception by varying degrees (Bjornskov, 2012; Pharr et
al., 2000; Schlenker et al., 2012). The importance of looking at confidence trends may
be indicative of erosion of democratic values and ideology which for this study would
indicate a weakening of sentiments in the American Dream.
Influence of Geographical Location
In Jonathan Raban’s book Bad Land (1996), he characterizes early 20th century
Montana, emphasizing that region plays an important part in one’s perception due to
norms, values and beliefs representative of that particular area. The book is a testament
to relationship between faith/ideals and perspective based on geographical location
(Raban, 1996). Due to the fact that geographical locations develop histories of
preferences in terms of beliefs, values and attitudes, according to Pharr and colleagues
(2000) confidence also varies by region due to regional influence. Rosenbaum and
colleagues (2002), expanded on the term “geography of opportunity” to refer to how
geographic location influences individual’s opportunity stating that “it may even modify
the innate and acquire characteristics of participants and their ability to plan and
sacrifice for the future, contending that the limitations are perceived regardless of the
accuracy of those perceptions” (p. 71). If this is the case, Rosenbaum and colleagues
(2002) note places could affect an individual’s sense of control over events in their lives;
therefore, measuring geographical located is needed to understand how individual
perceptions vary.
Furthermore, Beaverstock and colleagues (2012), emphasizes the importance of
cities in terms of opportunity. The city acts as a modal pathway for individuals wanting
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upwards mobility, offering greater competition in the labor force and financial sectors
(Beaverstock et al, 2012; Gay, 2012). The city offers mobility to individuals at all ages,
from adolescents to older Americans. The “greater spatial distribution of geographic
amenities (such as warm weather) and housing costs in various locations” provide
greater “incentives” for individuals to move to various regions (Banks et al., 2012, p. 1).
For cities, suburbanization of populations has been historically associated with urban
centers: ethnic minorities, immigrants, and the poor noted particularly in the West
(Weissbourd & Muro, 2011). Looking at the traditional dichotomy of white dominated
suburbs and poor non-white city enters, the need to see how city and region affect one’s
perceptions of belief in attaining the American Dream is essential (Weissbourd & Muro,
2011). In relation to political and religious affiliation Carter and colleagues’ (2014)
research found that place matters for conservatives, and non-South locations matter
more than the South.
THEORY
The Power Resource Theory links the concepts of class and income distribution
based on power. One’s stratification and inclusion in certain social groups based on
financial and social attainment play a strong role in the rise of the super-rich (Volscho &
Kelly, 2012). Inequality is in part an outcome of political disputes/rivalries, meaning
those in power influence income-distribution based on policies passed (Volscho &
Kelly, 2012). One of the most influential theories in the history of social psychology is
Henri Tajfel’s Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This theory examines
how categorizing people (including oneself) into these social groups affects perceptions,
attitudes, and behavior (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Ashforth and Mael (1989) stated in their
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research that social identification will lead to “activities that are congruent with the
identity, further support for institutions that support the identity and stereotypical
perceptions of self and others, and outcomes that traditionally are associated with group
formation” (p. 20). In understanding an individual’s sentiments, attitudes, beliefs or
perceptions, both the Power Resource and Social Identity theories are needed to examine
the associations between these groups such as class, gender, and race.
Adding to this, the social psychology theory of Systems Justification (SJT) can
be used to show how those higher in status address responsibility at the individual level
and less on the societal level, justifying inequality of groups through rationalization
(Schlenker et al., 2012). In other words, individuals have a motivation to support the
status quo, in order to believe that social, political and economic systems are equal. This
theory can be used to understand deviant perceptions that do not support the literature.
Furthermore, the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) of motivation, developed by
Deci and Ryan (1983), is a meta-theory for framing motivational studies defining
intrinsic and extrinsic sources of motivation. SDT focuses on how cultural and social
factors aid and/or undermine individual well-being and quality of life (Kasser & Ryan,
1993). Extrinsic goals such as financial success, appearance, and fame are compared
with intrinsic goals such as marriage, family, and personal success. In looking at
perceptions on the American Dream, this theory is needed to understand the motivation
or lack thereof, towards achieving the American Dream for individuals based on their
perceived opportunity. Therefore, this theory is needed when examining one’s
perception of whether or not belief in hard work or luck is needed to get ahead in life.
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Using the Power Resource Theory in conjunction with the Systems Justification,
Self-Determination and Social Identity theories, this paper looks at resources available
to Americans including employment status, class status and mobility. I expect those with
more resources (i.e., employment, earnings, homeownership) and those at higher ranks
of each stratification system (i.e., Whites, marrieds, men) to perceive a greater likelihood
of achieving the American Dream based on their perceived inclusion within these groups
(i.e. whether they are a part of the Upper Class or Lower Class or if they consider
themselves average income or above average income).
CURRENT STUDY
As previously mentioned, inequality found within society stems from differences
created through social constructs such as race and gender. There is reason to look at
inequality as a legitimate measure in research. Since the 2008 recession, Blacks have
been one of the hardest hit racial groups in terms of financial opportunity and mobility
(Jacobsen & Mather, 2011). For the basis of this study, the American Dream is
examined by social class, race, and gender, to analyze how perceptions of the American
Dream change from before to after the 2008 recession. Other studies have examined
inequality (Hochschild, 1995; Huber & Form, 1973; Stark, 2003), but have not
compared data to see how the 2008 recession influenced perceptions regarding these
categories.
Using the General Social Survey (GSS), measures are created through questions
answered by respondents for the years of 2006, 2008 and 2010. The question for the
study was “how has the American Dream been affected in light of the 2008 economic
recession?” Due to past research referenced in this study, I expect that those of lower
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social class including self-reported social class, lower education, limited work status and
no homeownership will have lower perceptions of their ability to achieve the American
Dream than individuals employed full-time (H1). I expect to find that the opportunity for
an American to be able to improve their standard of living will be lower for Blacks than
for Whites (H2). Due to the continued unequal status of women and men in the labor
force, I expect to find that perceptions of the American Dream will be lower for women
than men (H3). I also expect to find that opinions on improving one’s standard of living
will decline over time, due to the economic recession in 2008 (H4). I hypothesize that
the decrease in perception of the American Dream will be more dramatic as one ages
(younger vs. older Americans) (H5). I hypothesize that greater motivation will lead to
greater perception in belief of attaining the American Dream (H6). I expect to find that
greater family income, and confidence will have a positive association on the American
Dream (H7). I expect that geographic location (cities and region) will have a positive
association on the American Dream (H8). I hypothesize that religious and political
affiliation will influence one’s belief in their ability to attain the American Dream (H9).
Furthermore, I expect to find that marital status, age, nativity status, financial situation
and region will weaken the association on the American Dream (H10).
METHOD
Data
The General Social Survey (GSS) is a longitudinal survey conducted by the
National Organization for Research at the University of Chicago (NORC) almost
annually since 1972. The GSS contains a basic set of questions on demographics,
behaviors, and attitudes. Many questions have remained the same since 1972 to
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“facilitate time trend studies as well as replication of previous studies and findings”
(norc.org, 2012, p. 1). The GSS is a valuable resource for public opinion, since it is the
only “full-probability, personal-interview survey designed to monitor changes in both
social characteristics and attitudes currently being conducted in the United States”
(norc.org, 2012, p. 1). Consequently, the General Social Survey was chosen as an ideal
data set to analyze perceptions of the American Dream by race, class, and gender before,
during, and after the 2008 economic recession.
The General Social Survey uses computer-assisted personal interviews (CAPI),
face-to-face interviews, telephone interviews having a 70% response rate. The samples
are “multi-stage area probability sample to the block level, the primary sampling units
are Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas (SMSAs)” (GSS codebook, 2012, p. 3105).
The data for this study included black and white respondents who answered questions of
interest in either the 2006, 2008, or 2010 GSS. From these questions, the respondents’
answers will provide an aggregate pattern in perceptions on the American Dream,
including how these perceptions have changed since the 2008 recession.
Dependent Variable
American Dream. The variable was defined by one question: “The way things
are in America, people like me and my family have a good chance of improving our
standard of living –do you agree or disagree?” The dummy variable created indicated
whether the respondent agreed (1) or disagreed (0).
Independent Variables
Social Class. Social class was measured with five variables: self-reported social
class, education, work status, homeownership and family income. Self-reported class
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stratification is measured with a single question: “If you were asked to use one of four
names for your social class, which would you say you belong in: the lower class, the
working class, the middle class, or the upper class? This question was coded into three
dummy variables: lower/working class, middle class (reference), or upper class.
Education. Education was defined by one question: “Respondents education? –
range 0-20.” From this question 4 dummy variables were created: less than high school,
high school, college, and graduate. Respondents who indicating have between 0-11
years of education were coded as less than high school (1), everyone else was coded 0.
Those who stated they had between 12- 15 years of education were coded as 1, high
school (reference), everyone else was coded as 0. Individuals who stated they had
between 16-17 years of education were coded as college (1), everyone else was coded as
0. Respondents who indicated having 18-20 years of education were coded as 1
graduate, everyone else coded as 0.
Work status was measured by two questions: (a) “Last week were you working
full time, part time, going to school, keeping house or what?” (b) “If with a job, but not
at work: how many hours a week do you usually work, at all jobs?” Question B is in a
skip pattern based on A and was needed to make sure there were no missing cases. The
question was coded to create four dummy variables: full-time, part-time, not working
and retired. Fulltime (reference category) was dummied to include individuals who
answered that they worked fulltime and included respondents that had a job, but were
not at work because of temporary illness, vacation, or strike, who worked 40 hours or
more. The respondents that fit the criteria were coded as 1; everyone else was coded as
zero. Part time was dummied to include individuals who answered that they worked part
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time and included respondents that had a job, but were not at work because of temporary
illness, vacation, or strike, who worked less than 40 hours. The respondents fitting these
criteria were coded as 1 and everyone else = 0. Not-working was dummied to include
individuals who answered they were unemployed, laid off, looking for work, in school,
keeping house or other. These responses were coded as one; everything else will be
coded as 0. Retired was dummied to include individuals who answered that they were
retired (1) and everyone else will be coded as 0. Modal substitution was used to code
any missing to working full-time.
Home ownership. One question was used to assess homeownership: “Do
you/Does your family own your home, apartment or pay rent? - Own or is buying, pays
rent, other, don’t know.” The question was coded as 1 being own/buying home and 0
otherwise. Modal substitution will be used to code the missing cases to 1 (own/buying
home).
Family Income. One question was used to assess family income: “Compared
with American families in general, would you say your family income is far below
average, below average, average, above average, or far above average.” From this
question three dummy variables were created: below average, average and above
average. Those who answered average (reference category) were coded as 1, everyone
else 0. Those who answered far below average and below average were coded as 1
(below average) and everyone else was coded as 0. Individuals who answered family
income was above or far above were coded as above average =1 everyone else =0.
Race. The variable was be defined by the way the respondent viewed him or
herself. Respondents were asked by the GSS, “What race do you consider yourself:
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White, Black or other?” The dummy variable created indicated whether the respondent
was White (1) or Black (0). All other cases will be deleted because the purpose of this
study is specifically looking at Black and White racial groups as mentioned in the
literature.
Gender. A dummy variable was created to indicate whether a respondent is
female (0) or male (1).
Year. Three dummy variables were created to indicate the year in which the
respondent participated in the GSS survey: 2006, 2008 (reference), and 2010.
Motivation. The variable was defined by one question: “Some people say that
people get ahead by their own hard work; others say that lucky breaks or help from other
people are important. Which do you think is most important- hard work most important,
hard work and luck equally important, luck most important?” A categorical variable was
created to indicate whether the respondent thought hard work (1) was most import, or if
hard work and luck or luck (0) was most important in getting ahead.
Control Variables
Family/Household
Marital Status. One question was used to assess marital status: “Are you
currently—married, widowed, divorced, separated, or have you never been married?”
From this question three dummy variables were created: married (reference),
divorced/separated, and never married.
Nativity Status. One question was used to assess where one was born: “Were you
born in this country – yes, no.” This question was dichotomized with yes= 1 and no= 0.
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Number of Children. One question was used to measure number of children:
“How many children to you have – range from 1 to 8.” This variable was be left in its
interval/ratio form.
Religious Affiliation. This variable was defined by one question: “What is your
religious preference? – Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, some other religion, no religion?”
From this variable, four dummy variables were created for Protestant, Catholic, Other
(including respondents who answered Jewish and some other religion) and No religion.
Respondents who answered Protestant were coded as 1 everyone else 0. Those
indicating Catholic were coded as 1 everyone else 0. Those who stated they were Jewish
or some other religion were coded 1 (Other) and everyone else 0. Respondents
indicating they were No Religion (reference) were coded as 1 everyone else was 0.
Political Affiliation. One question was used to define political affiliation:
“Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, Democrat,
Independent, or what?” From this variable, three dummy variables were created:
Democrat, Republican, and Independent (reference).
Age. The variable was defined by one question: “What is your age?” The
variable was coded to maintain age in years.
Financial Situation
Recent Financial Situation. One question was used to assess current financial
situation: “During the last few years, has your financial situation been getting better,
worse, or has it stayed the same?” From this variable, three dummy variables were
created indicating if finances were better, worse or the same (reference).
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Confidence in Financial Institutions. One question was used to measure
confidence in financial institutions: “As far as the people running the banks and
financial institutions are concerned, would you say you have a great deal of confidence,
only some confidence, or hardly any confidence at all in them?” This variable was
dummied to indicate whether respondents had a great deal of confidence or some
confidence were coded as (1) everyone else was coded as (0).
Geographic Location
City Size. One question was used to define city size: “Size of place – a large city
(over 250,000), a medium size central city (50,000 to 250,000), a suburb of a large
central city, a suburb of a medium size central city, an unincorporated area of a large
central city, an unincorporated area of a medium central city, a small city (10,000 to
49,999), a town or village (2,500 to 9,999), and an unincorporated area (<2,500).” This
variable was dummied into four dummy variables. Respondents from a large city were
those who indicated that they lived in a large city, a suburb of a large central city or an
unincorporated area of a large central city were coded as 1, everyone else 0.
Respondents from a medium city were those who indicated that they lived in a medium
city central city, a suburb of a medium size city or an unincorporated area of a medium
city were coded a 1 and everyone else 0. Those who indicated that they were from a
small city, a town or village were coded as 1 small city, everyone else were coded as 0.
Those respondents who indicated rural (reference category) indicating they lived in an
unincorporated area were coded as 1 and everyone else 0.
Region. One question was used to assess an individual’s region: “Region of
interview – New England, Middle Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central,
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South Atlantic, East South Central, West South Central, Mountain, Pacific.” This
variable was collapsed into five dummy categories: Northeast (reference category),
Southeast, Midwest, Southwest and Pacific.
Analytic Strategy
Logistic regression (used in SAS®) was chosen for analysis because the
procedure allows for testing independent variables (both categorical and continuous,
which are included in this study) on a dependent, categorical variable (the good life).
Models will be created using the variable “good life” to represent the American Dream
as the dependent variable. Model 1 will test the main effect of all five variables of social
class including the self reported measure of social class, education, work status and
homeownership as well as family income on the “good life.” Model 2 will test only the
effect of race on the “good life.” Model 3 will test the main effect of gender on the
“good life.” To see how time and motivation affect the “good life,” Model 4 will test
time using the year 2008 as the reference category. Model 5 will include all variables of
interest, controlling for marital status, nativity status, number of children, religious and
political affiliation, age, and geographic location (city and region). Model 6 will
examine changes in the belief of the American Dream by race, class and gender
analyzing interaction effects between the significant variables in the previous model.
RESULTS
Sample Description
The mean and standard deviation for each variable is shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Mean and Standard Deviation of Dependent, Independent and
Control Variables (N=4217)
M
SD Min Max
Dependent Variable
Good Life (American Dream)
0.60 --0
1
Independent Variables
Social Class
Lower Class
0.53 --0
1
Middle Class
0.43 --0
1
Upper Class
0.04 --0
1
Education
Less than high school
0.15 --0
1
High School
0.55 --0
1
College
0.20 --0
1
Graduate
0.10 --0
1
Work status
Full-time
0.49 --0
1
Part-time
0.11 --0
1
Not working
0.22 --0
1
Retired
0.18 --0
1
Homeownership
0.66 --0
1
Family Income
Below Average
0.33 --0
1
Average
0.44 --0
1
Above Average
0.22 --0
1
Race
White
0.84 --0
1
Gender
Male
0.44 --0
1
Motivation
Hard work
0.85 --0
1
Year
'2006
0.41 --0
1
'2008
0.29 --0
1
'2010
0.30 --0
1
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Table 1: Continued (N=4217)
M
Control Variables
Marital Status
Married
Divorced/Separated
Never Married
Nativity Status
American
Number of Children
Religious Affiliation
Protestant
Catholic
Other
None
Political Affiliation
Democrat
Republican
Independent
Age
Recent Financial Situation
Better
Worse
Same
Confidence in Financial
Institutions
City Size
Large City
Medium City
Small City
Rural
Region
North East
South East
Mid West
South West
Pacific

SD

Min

Max

0.46
0.29
0.25

-------

0
0
0

1
1
1

0.92
1.87

--1.67

0
0

1
8

0.54
0.21
0.08
0.17

---------

0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1

0.35
0.27
0.38
48.02

------16.98

0
0
0
18

1
1
1
88

0.33
0.29
0.38

-------

0
0
0

1
1
1

0.75

---

0

1

0.42
0.33
0.06
0.19

---------

0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1

0.17
0.28
0.24
0.18
0.12

-----------

0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1

Of the respondents taking the survey, 60% feel that they or people like their family have
a good chance of improving their standard of living. From the four variables used to
37

measure social class: self reported social class, education, work status and
homeownership, Of the respondents, 53% self reported being part of the working class,
43% considered themselves part of the middle class and 4% considered their self to have
upper class status. From the sample, 15% of respondents indicated having less than high
school education, 55% indicated having obtained a high school education, 20% reported
having a college education and 10% reported having a graduate education. Furthermore,
49% of respondents indicated having full-time work status, 11% stated that they were
part time, 22% reported not working and 18% stated they were retired. Of the
respondents taking the survey, 83% indicated they were homeowners. In this sample,
84% were White, while 16% were Black. Furthermore, 44% of individuals reported
being male, while 56% indicated female. In terms of motivation, 85% of respondents
feel that they can get ahead by their own hard work instead of luck. From the sample,
41% of respondents were sampled in 2006, 29% took the survey in 2008 and 30% in
2010. Comparing one’s own family income with the average American family, 33% of
respondents stated their family income was below average, 44% stated their income was
average, and 22% indicated having a family income above average compared to the
average American family. Seventy-five percent of respondents indicated that they had
confidence in their financial institutions. In regards to religious affiliation, 54% of
participants reported being Protestant, 21% reported being Catholic, 8% indicated some
other religion and 17% stated they had no religious affiliation. Thirty-five percent of
respondents were Democrat compared to 27% who indicated they were Republican and
38% Independent. Furthermore, 42% of respondents stated they lived in a large city,
33% indicated living in a medium city, 6% indicated living in a small city, and 20%
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stated they lived in rural areas. Of those included in the sample, the mean number of
children was 1.87 (SD=1.67) with a range of 8 indicating variability within the sample.
Of respondents, 46% indicated they were married, 29% stated they were divorced and/or
separated and 25% were never married. Furthermore, the mean age was 48.02
(SD=16.98) with a range of 70 indicating variability within the sample. When asked if
one’s financial situation was getting better, worse or staying the same, 33% of
respondents stated their financial situation was getting better, 29% indicated it was
getting worse, and 38% said it stayed the same. In terms of regional location, 17% of
respondents were located in the North East, 28% were located in the South East, 24%
were from the Mid-West, 18% were located in the South West and 12% of respondents
were from the Pacific. When asked about nativity status, 92% stated they were born in
America.
Bivariate Analysis
Correlations between all variables and the American Dream were analyzed. The
correlation matrix indicated no multicollinearity between the variables of interest. While
roughly 80% of the correlations are significant at the p<.05 level, most are weak in
magnitude. Specifically, to further check for multicollinearity, both variance inflation
factors (VIF) and tolerance (TOL) diagnostics were assesssed. The variance inflation
factor for each variable did not cross the threshold of 9. Furthermore, the tolerance
statistic for each variable did not fall below the 0.1 threshold which indicate that
multicollinearity is not a problem within the models.
Multivariate Analysis.
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Because the outcome variable is dichotomous, logistic regression was an
appropriate technique. Table 2 presents odds ratios for the predictor variables in the
context of four models. Social Class (including education, work status and
homeownership), race and gender and the associated increase in x2 values, indicates that
the predictors are adding new information, rather than simply mediating effects.
Table 2: Logistic Regression Analysis to Predict Odds of an Individual Attaining the American
Dream (N=4217)
Model 1
Model 2
Model 3
Odds Ratio SE Odds Ratio SE Odds Ratio SE
Dependent Variable
Good Life (American Dream)
Independent Variables
Social Class
Lower Class
0.71***
0.07
--------Middle Class
------------Upper Class
1.36
0.19
--------Education
Less than high school
1.11
0.09
--------High School
------------College
1.05
0.09
--------Graduate
0.89
0.12
--------Work Status
Full-time
------------Part-time
0.96
0.11
--------Not working
0.93
0.09
--------Retired
0.58***
0.09
--------Homeownership
0.78**
0.09
--------Family Income
Below Average
0.75***
0.08
--------Average
------------Above Average
1.34***
0.09
--------Race
White
----0.68***
0.09
----Gender
Male
--------1.24***
0.06
Pseudo R-Square
0.05
0.01
0.004
2LL (Intercept Only = 5677.96)
5532.39
5658.83
5666.15
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001
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Model 1 shows all four variables used to assess social class including self
reported social class, education, work status and homeownership. There were four
significant predictors. Lower class respondents had 29% lesser odds of belief in the
ability to attain the American Dream compared to the middle class (p<.01). Education
was not a significant predictor. Those retired had 42% lesser odds than those working
full time in belief (p<.001). Furthermore homeowners had 22% lesser odds of belief in
attaining the American Dream compared to those who rent (p<.01). Family income was
a highly significant predictor; those indicating below average family income had 25%
lesser odds of belief in attain the American Dream compared to those of the middle
class. Individuals stating they had above average family incomes had 34% greater odds
of belief in their ability to attain the American Dream. This model explained 4.5% of the
variance in individual perceptions of belief in the ability to attain the American Dream.
Model 2 tested the effect of race on the good life. Whites had 32% lesser odds
than Blacks in belief in ability to attain the American Dream (p<.001). The third model
tests the effect of gender on one’s perception in attaining the American Dream. Males
had 24% greater odds of belief in attaining the American Dream than women (p<.001).
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Table 3. Logistic Regression Analysis to Predict Odds of An Individual Attaining the American
Dream
Model 4
Model 5
Odds Ratio
SE
Odds Ratio
SE
Dependent Variable
Good Life (American Dream)
Independent Variables
Social Class
Lower Class
0.71***
0.08
0.74***
0.08
Middle Class
--------Upper Class
1.31
0.20
1.32
0.20
Education
Less than high school
1.09
0.10
0.99
0.10
High School
--------College
1.09
0.09
1.06
0.09
Graduate
0.93
0.12
0.99
0.12
Work Status
Full-time
--------Part-time
1.03
0.11
1.19
0.12
Not working
0.98
0.09
1.11
0.09
Retired
0.60***
0.09
0.92
0.11
Homeownership
0.87
0.09
0.93
0.10
Family Income
Below Average
0.75***
0.08
0.85*
0.08
Average
--------Above Average
1.36**
0.09
1.23*
0.10
Race
White
0.62***
0.09
0.65***
0.11
Gender
Male
1.29***
0.07
1.36***
0.07
Motivation
Hard work
1.43***
0.09
1.34**
0.10
Year
2006
1.49***
0.08
1.38***
0.08
2008
--------2010
0.98
0.08
1.20*
0.09
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Table 3. Continued (N=4217)

Model 4
Model 5
Odds Ratio SE Odds Ratio SE
Control Variables
Marital Status
Married
Divorced/ Separated
Never Married
Nativity Status
Number of Children
Religious Affiliation
Protestant
Catholic
Other
None
Political Affiliation
Democrat
Republican
Independent
Age
Recent Financial Situation
Better
Worse
Same
Confidence in Financial Institutions
City Size
Large City
Medium City
Small City
Rural
Region
Northeast
Southeast
Midwest
Southwest
Pacific
Pseudo R-Square
2LL (Intercept Only = 5677.96)
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

-----------

-----------

--1.26**
1.11
0.62***
1.05*

--0.08
0.10
0.13
0.02

---------

---------

1.01
1.19
1.04

0.10
0.11
0.15

---

---

-------

-------

1.09
1.30**

---

0.99***

0.00

1.71***
0.64***
--1.77***

0.09
0.09
--0.08

-------

-------

---

---

---------

---------

1.19
1.03
1.05

0.10
0.10
0.16

---

---

-----------

-----------

--1.31*
1.05
1.51***
1.34*
15.48
5164.89
5164.89

0.07
5442.22
5442.22
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---

0.08
0.09

--0.12
0.12
0.12
0.13

Model 4 tested all the core independent variables [social class (education, work
status, homeownership, and family income), race, gender, and motivation-hard work] on
the good life, including in the effect of time, using 2008 as the reference category. There
were seven significant predictors. When factoring in motivation and time,
homeownership is no longer significant. Furthermore, the effects of work status
(retirement) and race were not affected and remained significant. Individuals in the
lower class had 29% lesser odds of belief in attaining the American Dream compared to
the middle class (p<.001). Individuals who were retired had 40% lesser odds of belief in
the American Dream when compared to those employed fulltime (p<.001). Respondents
indicating a family income below average had 25% lesser odds of belief in attaining the
American Dream when compared to those who had average incomes (p<.001).Whites
had 38% lesser odds of belief in the American Dream when compared to Blacks
(p<.001). Men had 29% greater odds of belief in attainment compared to Women
(p<.001). Furthermore, those who believed in getting ahead by hard work had 43%
greater odds in belief of attaining the American Dream. Specifically, with regard to time,
respondents taking the survey in 2006 had 49% greater odds in individual belief of
attainment of the American Dream compared to those in 2008. Attitudes in the year
2010 were not significantly different than those in 2008.
Model 5 tested one’s perception in attaining the American Dream adding all the
variables of interest while controlling for marital status, nativity status, number of
children, religious and political affiliation, age, recent financial situation, confidence in
financial institutions and geographical location including city and region. Adding the
control variables weakened the effects of social class (specifically lower class), but it
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maintained its significance. The control variables weakened the significance of family
income and motivation. Education, homeownership, work status and religious affiliation
were not significant in this model net of all the other variables.
Lower class respondents had 26% lesser odds of belief in attainment of the
American Dream compared to the middle class, an increase from previous models
(p<.001). Those in the Upper class were not significantly different from those in the
middle class net of all the other variables in the model. In checking contrast categories,
there is also a significant difference between Lower class and Upper class in that selfreported lower class respondents have 36% lesser odds than Upper class individuals to
believe in the ability to attain the American Dream (p<.01; results not shown). As stated
earlier, the association of family income while still significant weakened net of all the
other models, individuals whose family income was below the average American family
had 15% lesser odds of belief in attainment of the American Dream compared to average
family income (p<.05), while those whose family income was above the average
American family had 23% greater odds of belief compared to average family income
(p<.05). There was also significant difference between below average family income
and above average family income in that those who reported average family incomes
had 15% lesser odds of belief in attaining the American Dream compared to those who
indicated above average family incomes (p<.01; results not shown). Furthermore,
individuals with above average incomes had 46% greater odds than those with below
average incomes in attaining the American Dream (p<.001), while individuals with
average incomes had 20% greater odds in belief of attaining the American Dream
compared to below average respondents (p<.05; results not shown).
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Whites had 35% lesser odds of belief in ability to attain the American Dream
compared to Blacks, an increase in odds compared to Model 4 (p<.001). Male
respondents when compared to female respondents had 36% greater odds of belief in
attaining the American Dream, increased odds from Model 4 (p<.001). Individuals who
believed that hard work would get one ahead had 34% greater odds of belief in the
attainment of the American Dream when compared to those who did not, slightly lower
odds compared to Model 4 (p<.01).
Respondents in 2006 had 38% greater odds of belief in attainment when
compared to those in 2008, a decrease in odds from Model 4 (p<.001), while
respondents in 2010 had 20% greater odds of belief in attainment of the American
Dream compared to 2008, now significant compared to Model 4 (p<.05). Further
analysis of suppression effects indicated that the confidence in financial institutions
(banks) when added to the model made the year 2010 significant. There is also
significant difference between 2006 and 2008 in that respondents in 2008 had 28%
lesser odds of belief in the American Dream than those in 2006 (p<.001; results not
shown). Furthermore, respondents in 2008 had 16% lesser odds of belief in attaining the
American Dream when compared to those in 2010 (p<.05; results not shown).
Those divorced or separated have 26% greater odds of belief in ability to attain
the American Dream compared to those who are married (p<.01). Never married was
not significant net of all the other variables in the model. In terms of nativity status,
respondents indicating that they were born in America had 38% lesser odds of belief in
the American Dream compared to Immigrants (p<.001). Interestingly, with each child an
individual had, their odds of belief in their ability to attain the American Dream
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increased by 5% (p<.05). As noted earlier, religious affiliation was not a significant
predictor in the model or in any contrast categories analyzed.
Republicans had 30% greater odds in belief in one’s ability to attain the
American Dream compared to Independents (p<.05). Democrats were not significant
compared to Independents. However, there was a significant difference between
Republicans and Democrats in that Republicans have 21% greater odds than Democrats
to believe in one’s ability to attain the American Dream (p<.05; results not shown). Each
year that age increases, the respondent had 2% lesser odds of believing they could attain
the American Dream (p<.001).
Furthermore, respondents who had better financial situations than those whose
financial situation stayed the same had 71% greater odds of belief, while those who had
worse financial situations had 36% lesser odds of belief in attaining the American
Dream compared to those whose financial situation stayed the same (p<.001). There is
also a significant difference between those with worse financial situations and those with
better financial situations in that, those with worse financial situations had 62% lesser
odds of belief in attaining the American Dream when compared to those whose financial
situations were better (p<.001; results not shown). In continuing, those who had
confidence in financial institutions (banks) had 77% greater odds of belief in the
American Dream compared to those who did not (p<.001).
In terms of geographic location, city sizes were not a significant predictor in this
model nor were any of the contrast categories analyzed. Individuals from the Southeast
had 31% greater odds of belief in the American Dream compared to those from the
Northeast (p<.05). The Midwest was not significant. Those in the Southwest had 51%
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greater odds of belief in the American Dream compared to those in the Northeast
(p<.001) while those in the Pacific had 34% greater odds of belief than those in the
Northeast (p<.05). There were significant differences between Midwest and the Pacific,
those in the Midwest had 21% lesser odds of belief in their ability to attain the American
Dream compared to those in the Pacific (p<.05; results not shown). There were also
significant differences between the Southeast Southwest and the Midwest, those in the
Southeast had 24% greater odds of belief compared to the Midwest (p<.05), while those
in the Southwest had 44% greater odds of belief compared to the Midwest (p<.001;
results not shown).
To assess whether or not there had been a change in the effect of race, class, and
gender on belief over time, the variables for social class, race, gender and motivation
were tested against year (interaction effects) net of all other variables.
Table 4 presents results of the interaction effects and particular variables of interest
controlling for all other variable in Model 5 (odds ratios not shown for control
variables). There is a growing gap between Whites and Blacks over time (p<.05) in that
Whites become more pessimistic about their chances of achieving the American Dream
in 2010 than they were in 2008. Furthermore, the gap in belief of upper income
individuals belief in attaining the American Dream is shrinking when compared to
individuals with average income (p<.05). Therefore, Table 4 clearly shows that there is a
significant difference in individual belief in the American Dream over time with regard
to race and social class in that individual belief is diminishing in light of the 2008
economic recession for Whites as well as individuals from the upper class.
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Table 4: Examining Changes in Belief of the American Dream Over Time
Model 6
Odds Ratio
SE
Dependent Variable
Good Life (American Dream)
Independent Variables
Social Class
Lower Class
0.84
0.14
Middle Class
----Upper Class
2.41*
0.41
Family Income
Below Average
0.77
0.14
Average
----Above Average
1.57*
0.18
Race
White
0.68*
0.18
Gender
Male
1.29*
0.13
Motivation
Hard work
1.09
0.16
Year
'2006
0.83
0.32
'2008
----'2010
2.04
0.36
Interaction Effects
Lower Class* Year 2006
0.94
0.18
Lower Class* Year 2010
0.72
0.19
Upper Class *Year 2006
0.45
0.52
Upper Class *Year 2010
0.38
0.54
Below Average Income * Year 2006
1.09
0.19
Below Average Income * Year 2010
1.22
0.20
Above Average Income * Year 2006
0.81
0.23
Above Average Income * Year 2010
0.59*
0.25
White*Year2006
1.31
0.23
White*Year2010
0.58*
0.25
Male*Year2006
1.05
0.17
Male*Year2010
1.08
0.18
Motivation*Year2006
1.49
0.22
Motivation*Year2010
1.21
0.24
Pseudo R-square
16.20
2LL (Intercept Only =5677.96)
5140.34
*p<.05
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DISCUSSION
Using responses from the General Social Survey from the years 2006, 2008, and
2010, this study examined whether or not race, class, gender, mobility, religious
affiliation, political affiliation, confidence in financial sector, motivation, year, family
income, number of children and city size influenced one’s belief in attaining the
American Dream (net of marital status, nativity status, age, recent financial situation and
region). The results from the logistic analysis show that race, class and gender do have a
significant effect on one’s belief in the American Dream. The final model of analysis
explained 16% of the variance in one’s perception on whether or not they believe they
can attain the American Dream.
The first hypothesis was partially supported in Model 5. While not all measures
of social class were significant, self-reported social class and family income maintained
significance through the models. Individuals who reported lower class status had lower
odds of belief in attainment of the American Dream. Family income maintained its
significance in predicting one’s perception. Individuals who had below average incomes
had lesser odds of belief in their ability to attain the American Dream compared to those
with average incomes, and individuals who had above average incomes had greater odds
of belief in the American Dream; however, the gap did get smaller over time. This
finding supports the Power Resource Theory which proposes that financial and social
attainment play a very important role in increased power and resources (Volscho &
Kelly, 2012). Therefore, higher stratification in terms of financial income leads to
greater resources and power in terms of belief of attaining the American Dream.
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Based on the models there was no support found for education being a predictor.
Furthermore, work status and homeownership were not significant predictors of one’s
perception in attaining the American Dream in the last model. In understanding these
results, the Self-Determination Theory states that intrinsic and extrinsic factors
influences one’s determination of success (Kasser & Ryan, 1993). Therefore, since
education, work status and homeownership are so closely tied to one’s understanding of
social class (being an extrinsic goal giving the appearance of financial success) these
variables are washed away when one looks at social class.
All models presented indicate that race is a significant predictor of one’s
perception in attaining the American Dream. Whites had consistent 32-35% lower odds
in attaining the American Dream when compared to Blacks across the models and the
gap between Blacks and Whites increased over time. This supports findings for
Hochschild’s (1996) qualitative study in which she found that Blacks, while being
historically disadvantaged, believed in the Dream with an intensity not found in Whites.
Whites, having a higher degree of wealth and mobility to start, may feel that it is harder
to for them to improve their standard of living when compared to Blacks due to higher
stratification, thereby coming into conflict with what the literature states, which is that
Whites should indeed have greater odds, when in reality they do not. These results lend
support to the Systems Justification Theory, as individuals move up in stratification
perceived inequality is justified through rationalization and comparison of other group
belonging such as class, and political affiliation. Furthermore, traditions found in any
group also lend support to the Systems Justification Theory as they use rational and
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justifications to maintain the tradition. Therefore, our second hypothesis was not
supported in any of the models.
My third hypothesis was supported in all models. Gender was a significant
predictor in one’s belief in attainment of the American Dream. Men consistently have
greater odds in perception of the American Dream compared to women. Using the
Power Resource Theory, men have greater power and opportunity in American Society
because it is patriarchal; therefore, men have greater increased mobility in terms of
stratification when compared to women.
My fourth hypothesis that one’s perception in improving one’s standard of living
will decline due to the economic recession was supported. Using the Power Resource
Theory along with Social Identity Theory, one’s perception of their belief in attaining
the American Dream is altered when presented with lack of jobs, resources, and upward
mobility associated with the 2008 economic recession. As found in the model,
individuals in 2010 had greater odds of belief in attaining the American Dream
compared to respondents in 2008. With less power in terms of stratification and
mobility, individuals categorize themselves into different groups and their attitudes and
behaviors mirror the characteristics found in those groups (i.e. one who perceives
income below average will have lower odds versus one who perceives income above
average). Furthermore, the results support the hypothesis that as one ages their
perception of the American Dream will decrease (H5). Using the Self-Determination
theory (Kasser & Ryan, 1993), younger generations have greater hope and increased
skill set when compared to generations prior; therefore, their assessment of achieving
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such extrinsic goals such as the American Dream are greater than those who are older
(Foster & Wolfson, 2010).
My sixth hypothesis indicating that despite the 2008 recession, greater
motivation will lead to greater perception in belief of attaining the American Dream was
also supported (H6). Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1983) discusses that
motivation is a key source in perceiving intrinsic and extrinsic goals. Therefore,
individuals with greater motivation (hard work) have greater perception in attainment of
the American Dream.
While the literature suggests that individuals who are married should have
greater odds of belief in attaining the American Dream, Model 5 presents an alternative
finding. Individuals who are Divorced or Separated have 26% greater odds in belief
compared to individuals married. Using the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner,
1979) one’s inclusion into the divorced/separated category gives stereotypical
perceptions of the individual and others within that group. Therefore, since the perceived
notions of marriage are changing (Cherlin, 2009), so are the notions of divorce; those
who are divorced can afford to be divorced, which shows greater opportunity and
resources in being able to be single (Power Resource Theory).
It is interesting to note that Americans have lower odds of belief in the American
Dream compared to immigrants. Using the Self-Determination Theory (SDT),
Americans are familiar with the cultural and social factors that aid or undermine quality
of life. Therefore, Americans have lesser odds of belief in perception of attaining the
American Dream than immigrants who are not as familiar or well-versed in American
Society.
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Furthermore, those indicating greater degree of family income and confidence in
banks had greater odds of belief in the American Dream; therefore, this hypothesis was
supported (H7). The Power Resource theory indicates that power or higher status will
increase one’s inclusion in beliefs based on financial and social attainment. Therefore,
those who have confidence in banks and have greater family income, have greater access
to power. The Systems Justification Theory (SJT) justifies how those higher in status
address responsibility at the individual level and less on the societal level, justifying
inequality of groups through rationalization (Schlenker et al., 2012; Volscho & Kelly,
2012).
My hypothesis that geographic location would have a positive association on the
American Dream when compared to rural/less-populated areas (H8) was only partially
supported in Model 5. While region was a significant predictor, city size was not.
Region along with class, motivation and year may have overshadowed city size net of all
the other variables of interest. The Southeast, Southwest and Pacific regions had greater
odds of belief when compared to the Northeast. Using the Power Resource Theory, areas
of lower cost of living, greater opportunity and mobility will have greater odds of belief
in attaining the American Dream (Volscho & Kelly, 2012). Using the Self Identity
Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), these areas are also associated with social and cultural
norms that reiterate one’s belief or lack thereof in the American Dream, and region
shows the significance of these regionally located cultural norms as well as which
regions were hit hardest by the recession .
Furthermore, my hypothesis that religious and political affiliation would
influence one’s belief in their ability to attain the American Dream was only partially
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supported (H9). Only conservatives (Republican) were significant and had greater belief
in their ability to attain the American Dream compared to those who were not; religious
affiliation was not a significant predictor. Based on the literature because religious and
political affiliation are so closely tied together, religious affiliation (net of all the other
variables) was no longer significant due to the greater influence of other variables
sharing similar beliefs and norms found in the religious categories understood in the
context of the Self Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Furthermore, marital status,
age, nativity status, financial situation and region weakened the association on the
American Dream; the hypothesis was supported (H10).
Using the Power Resource Theory in conjunction with the Systems Justification
Theory, Social Identity Theory and Self-Determination Theory, this paper accessed the
resources available to Americans including employment status, class status, and
mobility. The findings suggest that those at higher ranks of each stratification system
(i.e., Whites, men, upper class) perceive greater likelihoods of achieving the American
Dream.
The interaction effects show that in terms of attitude change over time, there is
significant change in attitude with regard to race and class. Since the 2008 recession
optimism in belief of the American Dream for the upper class has diminished,
decreasing the gap in belief in attaining the American Dream when compared to
individuals of the middle class. Furthermore, as White respondents’ belief in the
American Dream decreases over time, the gap between White and Black optimism
widens. With regard to gender, individual beliefs of the American Dream did not change
in light of the 2008 economic recession. Using the Resource Theory, the decrease in
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belief with regard to Whites and the Upper class due to the 2008 recession, shows that
power and resources are tied with opportunity. Therefore, limiting mobility (power and
resources) and opportunity will also limit one’s perception of the American Dream. The
lack of change in gender can be understood within the context of the Social Identity
theory. As individuals associate with various groups gaining power and resources via
networks, gender does not become as important when compared to race and social class.
Therefore, perceptions based on gender were not significant over time.
Limitations
A major constraint to this study is from the methodology employed. Due to the
limited responses on questions available for analysis, certain questions that would be
beneficial to this study were not used because the questions were either not asked, or
were not answered by respondents. In certain instances, questions were asked in some
years, but skipped in other years and could not be used for measurement. The General
Social Survey is also limited in the questions asked addressing intergenerational
mobility, a key component in assessing attainment of the American Dream over time.
Furthermore, housing quality could not be addressed for homeowners because that
question was not asked.
The General Social Survey is a cross sectional data set which created a cross
sectional research design, limiting the ability to look at individual change over time due
to the repeated cross-sectional design. To have a better understanding of the
relationships in the perceptions of the American Dream and dependent outcomes, future
research should include longitudinal studies that examine the impact of individual
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perceptions on the American Dream as well as probe the measure in greater detail than
what is assessed with the GSS data to see if there is significance.
For Sociology, this study emphasizes how important various institutions are in
shaping individual perception. Is the American Dream fact or fiction? This study shows
that the idea of the American Dream is interwoven around ideologies reaffirmed in both
the internal and external influences of society. There is a weakening in the belief of the
American Dream due to the economic recession with regard to both race and social
class. This weakening is due in part by the political and economic climate today.
While some components of the American Dream may be viewed as no longer
attainable, or belief in these components have weakened, as long as the core institutions
such as politics and family reaffirm the possibility of the American Dream, it will
maintain its relevance in society and popular culture, even if events such as economic
recession, job loss, greater people in the workforce, globalization, stagnate wage
earnings, and greater debit bubbles would indicate otherwise.
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